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Abstract
This chapter presents a collective autoethnography exploring the decolonial prac-
tices and emotional experiences of doctoral advisors in ELT within the Colombian 
context. The authors reflect on their journeys of self-cultivation, navigating emo-
tional challenges, and fostering intersubjective growth through collaborative au-
toethnography. Emphasizing decoloniality as a praxis, they challenge dominant 
discourses of knowledge and authority in academia, highlighting the potential of 
collective reflexivity to promote healing and transformation. The findings reveal 
themes of emotionality, self-awareness, shared growth, and collective knowledge 
production, illustrating how decolonial approaches can reconfigure advisor-stu-
dent relationships and contribute to more inclusive, reflexive doctoral practices.

Keywords: autoethnography; collective reflexivity; decoloniality; doctoral advis-
ing; ELT.

*	 This chapter is the final result of a research project certified by the Centro de Investigaciones 
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Introduction
The field of ELT (English Language Teaching) in Colombia has been present in so-
cial and academic life since the first years of the republic and has steadily grown. 
The interest (genuine or implanted) of Colombian society in learning English 
led to the creation of bachelor’s programs aimed at training English teachers. 
It also gave rise to the creation of the oldest association of English teachers in 
the world, Asocopi (Asociación Colombiana de Profesores de Inglés), import-
ant journals (Íkala, Profile, HOW Journal, Colombian Applied Linguistics, GiST, 
among others), academic events, master’s degrees, and more recently the cre-
ation of the emphasis on ELT in the Doctorado Interinstitucional en Educación 
(hereinafter DIE-UD) at the Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas (2016) 
and Universidad del Valle (2017) campuses.

It is in this last event that this study is framed, while, of course, being fed by 
all the previous developments that have informed the field from various per-
spectives. The ELT field, by its very nature as a field that studies the teaching of 
English, whether as a foreign language, second language, L2, additional lan-
guage, another language, or any other terminology one wants to adopt, has been 
a field colonized in the different dimensions that compose it, be they method-
ological, investigative, or linguistic. And while it is true that this way of assuming 
the field has been the dominant one, it is also true that throughout its history, 
in Colombia and in other latitudes, academics have resisted these dominant 
practices and, through their academic work, have been consolidating dissonant 
voices against the hegemony of discourses on English and its teaching and learn-
ing. Somewhere else we have told the story that brought us together (Guerrero-
Nieto et al., 2023) in setting in motion the research emphasis in ELT education 
as part of the majors offered in the Doctorado Interinstitucional en Educación. 
Throughout our professional careers, we have been part of a group of academics 
that has problematized the categorical, absolute, and hegemonic constructions 
in the field of ELT.

Doctoral education in Colombia is relatively recent. Soto Arango (2009) places  
the creation of the first doctorate in Education in 1996 (before it closed in 
2000) and the second, which is still ongoing, in 1998, from Rudecolombia. The 
DIE-UD was born in 2005 thanks to the cooperation between three universi-
ties: Universidad del Valle, Universidad Pedagógica Nacional and Universidad 
Distrital. Like the Rudecolombia doctorate, the DIE-UD has a flexible and stu-
dent-centered curricular model. The latter aspect implies shoulder to shoul-
der work between tutor and student towards the formulation, realization, and 
completion of the doctoral work. This relationship has been scarcely explored 
and there is much to know about how it is forged, how the investigative and 
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knowledge generation challenges are assumed between these two actors in the 
process, and how the relationships and tensions between them occur, among 
many more issues that need to be addressed. In our particular case, given that 
we decided to conduct the research seminar in a collegial manner and that we 
agreed to adopt a decolonial perspective on the field and on the ways of doing 
research, the need to explore the tutor-student relationship is even more relevant 
because a series of curricular and research aspects that are taken for granted in 
a “traditional” perspective are put into discussion and tension (for example, who 
serves as a guide and as the main expert, what are the steps that are followed to 
do research, and what are the objects of study, to mention a few). This is not our 
case, since we are venturing into a fairly new and complex topic that constantly 
challenges us as researchers and researcher trainers.

In this meeting of theoretical perspectives of the three researchers of this study, 
who move between the critical and the post-structural, this path towards decolo-
nial work begins to take shape in our work as advisors of doctoral students. Being 
aware of the scope of our inquiry, for this first phase of our study we ask ourselves 
the following research question: How has our experience been navigating the 
decolonial turn as researchers and as researcher advisors in the field of ELT?

As members of an academic community that has been built in the disciplinary 
and research heterarchy and that seeks to contribute to consolidating a local per-
spective on doing (or “doings”) in ELT, it is our interest to share our own experi-
ences as doctoral advisors dismantling our own fears, contradictions, and gains. 
By doing so, we hope to be able to generate ways to address what it means to 
do decolonial research in ELT and how this knowledge takes place in academia. 
Also, we would like to open, particularly for those who serve as tutors, a dia-
logue on how to be and remain consistent with decolonial doings without falling 
into a normalization and protocolization of what the investigation would be like 
from this perspective.

A note of caution to our readers: This is a collective work, and while we value 
the consistency that comes from a unified perspective in the way of conducting 
this study, we also wanted to allow our individual voices to emerge in the text. 
Each one of us took the lead in the writing of a particular section, incorporating 
the ideas and contributions of the other. However, we agreed to respect each per-
son’s voice (writing style) and that is why the reader will find some small stylistic 
differences that do not affect the essence of our report.
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Some Theoretical Considerations

Doctoral Education in Colombia
According to a local review of the specialized literature, studies that report on 
the experiences lived by advisors in doctoral programs in Colombia are scarce. 
Research on doctoral training in education in the country focuses mainly on 
the gaps (Lasso, 2020), on the significance of education at this level (Vélez, 
Osorio, Marín, Rodríguez, Flórez, Henao, Peña, & Saldaña, 2014; Vélez, Peña, 
& Saldaña, 2014; Bello, 2007; Montenegro et al., 2023; Garcés Prettel & Santoya 
Montes, 2013; Ramírez & Astorga, 2023) and on the challenges of training and 
curricular innovation (Echeverri, 2018; Novoa & Pirela, 2020; Carvajal, 2019).

Lasso (2020) points out in her statistical study that in Colombia, doctoral stud-
ies continue to mark a significant binary gender gap given that “there is still a 
delay in the integration of women into the university, possibly due to social and 
family factors, added to the fact that the opportunities to enter this type of studies 
are not equitable” (p. 169).

Vélez, Osorio, et al. (2014) claim that the contribution of doctoral studies in 
education in science, technology, and society could impact the social develop-
ment of Colombia after opening “its national and international borders in the 
interest of the discipline to social and economic issues in citizens’ competences, 
health education, virtual learning scenarios, and curricula for skills not only for 
work but also for life” (p. 100). This coincides with what was stated by Bello (2007) 
and then expanded on by Vélez, Peña, & Saldaña (2014) and their proposal for 
a triple reform around thinking, knowledge, and sensitivity. However, it seems 
evident that this country’s efforts focus on quality. Montenegro et al. (2023), in 
their documentary study on Colombian doctorates in education, conclude that 
these are focused, of course, on education and “establish relationships and links 
with places and discursive fields of the culture” (p. 51). In a general reflection on 
doctoral training in Colombia and other geographical locations, Garcés Prettel & 
Santoya Montes (2013) point out what is required to achieve a doctorate. In that 
line of argument, Ramírez & Astorga (2023) find that, after obtaining a doctorate, 
the main objective is “to obtain positions of power to influence other people and 
carry out actions conducive to achieving their objectives, as well as achieving 
economic and job security” (p. 272).

In his study on the research field of doctorates in education in Colombia, 
Carvajal (2019) mentions the advisor and states that “this professor-advisor must 
have demonstrated experience in research; this not only refers to having a doctor-
al degree in the field of education or a related field but also to the development 
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of research and scientific publications in nationally and internationally indexed 
journals” (p. 184). This shows that research on the experiences of doctoral thesis 
advisors has not been sufficiently explored, and this research contributes to this 
line of knowledge for the country and its educational research.

Embracing Epistemic Decolonization

The European elite undertook to manufacture a native 
elite. They picked out promising adolescents; they branded 
them, as with a red-hot iron, with the principles of Western 

culture; they stuffed their mouths full with high-sounding 
phrases, grand glutinous words that stuck to the teeth; after 

a short stay in the mother country, they were sent home, 
whitewashed.  

(Fanon, 1963, p. 5)

The decolonial turn in English Language Teaching has meant the recognition 
of the fact that English language teachers themselves have played a role in per-
petuating canonical ways of knowing, power, and being. In teacher education, 
including doctoral teacher education, the logics of modernity/coloniality have 
been the operating principles for classifying and selecting knowledge as relevant 
or irrelevant. Moreover, these logics have also contributed to the creation of 
teachers’ subjectivities to resemble those of White ideology while simultane-
ously governing the curriculum and upholding the hierarchies that have been 
established within disciplinary racialized domains of existence (TESOL, TEFL, 
TESL). This perfectly aligns with the notion of Black or Brown skin with White 
minds (David, 2013).

As members of the ELT community in the Global South, our lives have been 
marked by tensions about our identities as English language speakers, faculty, 
and advisors. On the one hand, local constructions of our identities have brand-
ed us as an elite that promotes Western or North American visions of the world 
that turn their backs on critical and local praxis against oppression, exclusion, 
and subalternization. On the other hand, Western perspectives have placed us in 
a zone of “non-being” as speakers of English who are non-native, non-learned, 
and non-authorized to produce knowledge in English Language Teaching, ap-
plied linguistics, and education.

The ways we dealt with these tensions made us acknowledge our wounds and  
the types of struggles we face to subvert and resist hegemonic discourses  
and practices in education. However, resisting imperialism and neoliberalism, 
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although important, has not been enough because colonial mechanisms that 
whitewash our existence underpin these tensions. That is precisely the reason 
why decoloniality as a political project opens up the possibility of thinking about 
how to decolonize the mind (wa Thiong’o, 1986) and the imaginary (Gruzinski, 
1991). This means getting rid of the racist, xenophobic, and exclusionary prac-
tices that ignore the identities that are part of otherness.

Embracing epistemic decolonization has meant for us working toward a praxis 
of re-existence in which disobedience or “not being dependent upon the forced 
imposition of one ideal of society” and being (Mignolo, 2007, p. 459) guide our 
pedagogization of ELT decolonization. In that sense, we have selected contents 
and terms for an ELT education that denaturalizes the colonial mechanisms that 
govern our existence. In doing so, our approach to epistemic decolonization 
mobilizes us to blacken and indigenize our praxis in order to provoke dialogues 
between the Global North and the Global South in a horizontal relation (Smith, 
2016) to make our critical take on decolonization.

In our particular case, as doctoral advisors in this ELT education program, this 
has posed many challenges both at the professional and the emotional level. As 
we will show below, small but significant actions we have taken as teachers have 
allowed us to find our way towards a decolonial turn in academia, specifically in 
relation to how knowledge and knowers are placed within a doctoral structure.

Being a Doctoral Advisor
One of the core ideas that makes the three of us—Harold, Pilar, and Carmen 
Helena—ponder has to do with what being a doctoral advisor means, particu-
larly when we decided, as a collective of professors, to embrace a decolonial 
stance. We realized that being a doctoral advisor, in general terms, is founded on 
“must-be” discourses (Méndez, 2012; Méndez et al., 2019); in mainstream dis-
courses, the doctoral advisor is constructed as the absolute possessor of knowl-
edge and the one who knows, without flaws, the path towards the production 
of new knowledge. Although, as reported in various studies, being a doctoral 
advisor spans beyond the academic realm to the personal and emotional ones, 
none of these studies address the struggles doctoral advisors face as part of their 
academic role. Being aware of this, in this section we present current literature 
that explores the various dimensions of the doctoral advisor role, but insist that 
studies that problematize the monolithic, positivist, efficiency-driven roles of the 
doctoral advisor are highly needed.
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Mentorship
Doctoral advisors serve as mentors, providing students with guidance, knowl-
edge, and expertise in their respective fields. According to Smith & Hatfield 
(2017), effective mentorship involves fostering the intellectual and professional 
development of the doctoral student, nurturing their independent thinking, and 
encouraging critical analysis.

Academic guidance
The doctoral advisor assumes the responsibility of providing academic guidance 
to their students. As highlighted by Johnson & Brown (2019), this involves as-
sisting students in defining research objectives, formulating research questions, 
designing appropriate methodologies, and developing strong research proposals.

Emotional support
In addition to academic guidance, doctoral advisors must recognize and address 
the emotional challenges that students often face during their doctoral journey. A 
study by Davis & Gardner (2018) suggests that advisors who provide emotional 
support create a positive and nurturing environment, reducing feelings of isola-
tion and increasing students’ overall well-being.

Research collaboration
Very often, doctoral advisors engage in research collaboration with their students. 
This collaborative approach enhances students’ research skills and facilitates the 
dissemination of knowledge. According to Liu & Wang (2016), productive col-
laborations between advisors and students lead to joint publications, conference 
presentations, and networking opportunities.

Ethical considerations
Doctoral advisors hold a crucial responsibility in guiding students to conduct 
ethical research. As highlighted by Jones & Anderson (2019), advisors must en-
sure that students adhere to ethical principles, maintain research integrity, and 
comply with institutional policies and guidelines. By providing ethical guidance, 
advisors create a foundation of trust and integrity in the research process, fos-
tering responsible conduct and upholding the credibility of the doctoral degree.
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Our Decolonial Doings (aka Research Design)1

As we have mentioned previously, this phase of the study was carried out fol-
lowing a collaborative autoethnography. Collaborative autoethnography is a 
qualitative research design that combines the principles of autoethnography with 
collaboration among researchers. This approach is relevant to our study since, 
as stated by Ellis et al. (2011, p. 2) “[it] challenges canonical ways of doing re-
search and representing others and treats research as a political, socially just, 
and socially conscious act” (our translation). This design is consistent with our 
interest in documenting our own experiences as tutors of doctoral theses that aim 
to adopt decolonial perspectives. The central objective of autoethnography is to 
systematically examine a personal experience about a topic in order to establish 
connections between that purely individual experience and the ways in which 
one could try to understand a cultural experience (Ellis, et al., 2011). Hence the 
name “auto-ethnography,” because, on the one hand, it includes the individual 
component in the “self” and, on the other, it seeks to explain the cultural part 
with “ethnography.” The fact that it has a compound name does not mean that 
each of the components is taken literally, but rather that they add up, and ele-
ments are taken from each one.

A collaborative autoethnography, in turn, allows bringing each person’s per-
spectives on the object of study because, as Hernández & Nguniri (2013) point 
out, the researcher is at the same time a participant while also playing that dou-
ble role of being a “provider” of data and being the one who analyzes it. For 
some, this double nature represents a limitation in the face of objectivity, but as 
we have said above, what is objectivity after all? Who can say what is objective 
and what is not? These questions put us in a philosophical perspective that is not 
the topic of this research, but, as we have stated above, we distance ourselves 
from those canonical norms of doing research.

Some of the characteristics of autoethnography, according to Hernández & 
Nguniri (2013), are the following:

•	 Centered on the self: In this approach, the self, and their experiences, opin-
ions, views, ideas, and perspectives are at the core of the study and are the 
basis to interpret the world around us.

1	 Our own path towards finding decolonial ways of doing research has taken us to try new words 
and new meanings. Here we call this section “Decolonial doings” in an attempt to break (at 
least a little bit) from the rigidity of the research design. However, in order to be intelligible to 
wider audiences, we try to put our doings in the same order as in any other qualitative study.
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•	 Visible researcher: This approach seeks for the researcher-participant to ex-
plore their being in depth and at the same time be able to show themselves, 
to let their struggles, their fears, their inconsistencies be seen.

•	 Aware of the context: The researcher-participant is aware that their expe- 
riences constitute and are constituted by the context; there is a constant com-
ing and going between the macro contexts and the intimate and personal look 
at the topics. In our case, in addition to our autoethnographies, we will do 
what Hernández & Nguniri (2013) call “collaborative autoethnography” to 
delve even further into that dialogic perspective.

In our own understanding of what it is to know and how it is known, ideas that are 
established from our transition from the critical to the decolonial, we find in this 
methodology fertile ground to investigate our own condition as advisors in a doc-
toral program, since, as Yazan (2019) points out, “[autoethnography] dismantles 
the intimate connection between our academic work and our personal stories” 
(p. 41). In this same sense, it is important to emphasize that for us research can 
never be neutral, nor totally objective (Hernández & Nguniri, 2013), and with this 
in mind, we embrace the opportunity that this methodological approach gives us 
to make way for subjectivity, to emotionality, to recognize our privileged place as 
researchers and to recognize, with Mignolo (2010), the body-politics of research.

Storying Our-Selves2

The process of constructing our stories consisted of two parts: written autoethno- 
graphies and conversations. In order to put our experiences in a format, we held 
a meeting to agree on the topic of our first autoethnography, which was a written 
account where each person decided on the length and the language to write it 
in. Harold wrote in Spanish, and Pilar and Carmen Helena in English. The three 
pieces were approximately 3000 words.

Afterwards we sat during a whole afternoon session via an online meeting 
platform to share our autoethnographies and to comment on them. This session 
was recorded on video and transcribed.

Analyzing our Autoethnographies
Autoethnographies are process and product. In this sense, each autoethnogra-
phy is, on the one hand, the process of evoking, reflecting, connecting with the 

2	 The spelling of ‘our-selves’ is intentional to signal that we, together, dialogued about our indi-
vidual autoethnographies, that is, we constructed a collective story based on individual (self) 
stories.
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contexts and existing theories; on the other hand, the written story is the product, 
where the author links and gives meaning to the themes and problematizations 
that constitute the question and objectives of this study.

With the two sets of information (each author’s autoethnography and the tran-
scriptions of the conversations) we carried out a meta-analysis. We followed 
a general thematic analysis procedure, where we read the data over and over, 
marked common themes, and grouped those themes in order to reduce them. The 
final result was one major theme that encompassed four sub-themes. In the fol-
lowing section we present these themes that constitute the findings of this phase 
1 of our research project. A kind reminder to our readers: we all conducted the 
analysis, but each person led the writing of a section; we agreed to respect each 
other’s writing style and that is why the reader will find some small differences 
that do not affect the essence of our findings, just the way of presenting them.

Emerging themes (aka findings)

A Journey of Self-Exploration, Healing, and Continuous Growth
When embarking on this collaborative autoethnography (CAE), the three of us 
knew we had a lot to say about the research question that guided phase 1 of 
our study. After sharing our autoethnographies and actively conversing about 
each one of them, we found that four major themes crossed our stories. These 
four themes, which we will address below, are: emotionality, cultivation of the 
self, intersubjectivity as a way to grow together, and the potential intellectual 
fact. These four themes constitute, metaphorically speaking, the pieces of a puz-
zle, and, together, form the major theme that gives the title to this section. Our 
journey has been mediated by pain, wounds, and uncertainties, many of which 
came to light for each one of us and for the three of us collectively while doing 
this CAE.

By historicizing our experiences, apart from the wounds and pain, we have 
also had the opportunity to heal—to a certain extent (Mizzi, 2010; Spry, 2001)—
and continue growing. None of this is finite or finished, but rather it is a contin-
uous process that can be likened to a spiral: We identify wounds, we heal, and 
we learn, and, again, repeat the process (like in life itself).

As researchers, and as research advisors, we like to think, following Mignolo 
(2010), that we cannot detach ourselves neither from our bodies nor from our 
minds because we are both, and in our minds, along with cognition, lives emo-
tion. Harold and Carmen Helena recount the emotional toll they experienced as 
professionals and the physical consequences of that:
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Harold: With these horizons I began my escape from an unfair and suffocat-
ing work environment in which there was never administrative support to deal 
with practices that I am not afraid to say were devoid of ethics, camaraderie, hu-
manism… which was ironic given the now false critical stance that was promul-
gated in that graduate program that I joined when I left the private sector. It is sad 
to see the degree of violence reflected in marks, now lifelong in my corporeality, 
with which I continue to deal.

Carmen Helena: …my escape, which coincides with Harold’s escape in many 
aspects (you know which ones), meant curtailing my career, that is, mutilating it. 
Up to this point, I had been that person who had been building a career for years 
but had to start from scratch somewhere else. And from that moment until today I 
have been those two people, in a way, almost schizophrenic because on the one 
hand I am a person with recognition, with a career, with a whole construction, 
and on the other hand I feel that I am nobody [laughter]. I mean, I am at the head 
of a graduate program, yes, but my cultural capital, my linguistic capital, my 
social capital does not reside there. So, I always feel like I’m neither from here 
nor from there because of that escape. And, also, for me, it meant a very strong 
physical issue of illness.

For Pilar, the relationship between mind and body had a different origin but 
has been crucial in shaping her professional persona. In her written autoethnog-
raphy, Pilar brings again the body as a key element in the being of a doctoral ad-
visor, and how she experienced—physically—the challenge of being a member, 
for the first time, of a doctoral faculty:

Pilar: I must confess that learning-by-doing involved for me recognizing that 
the arrangement of ideas is a challenging task (even more so when the code 
seems elusive) and tremendously challenging when you present your points of 
view in front of those who are ready to push as hard as possible to spin an 
argument. The pressure that I initially felt in my body gradually and exponen-
tially dissipated with each encounter. However, today, I learned to live with it, 
embracing it and being surprised by what it empowers. In the past, like today, 
aware of my own shortcomings, I tried my best to contribute to the intellectual 
achievement. It was fascinating to have the possibility of speaking with people 
who were openly critical and incisively distrustful of the apparent certainties that 
mobilize theoretical bodies.

These three excerpts show how the three participating doctoral advisors carry 
along pain, caused by external or internal agents (others/oneself), but also that 
there is redemption. For Harold and Carmen Helena, redemption resides in es-
caping from a toxic environment, while for Pilar it has to do with embracing and 
profiting from the anxiety produced by her new (at that time) participation in the 
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ELT community, in a doctoral program. Being together has helped the three of us 
confront our insecurities, deal with new ones, and continue growing as academ-
ics. In the following sections we will delve into each one of the sub-themes that 
comprise this major theme.

Emotionality
It is relevant to understand that directing doctoral dissertations is not only a so-
cio-cognitive process whose ultimate goal is constructing knowledge with the 
advisee. Directing a doctoral thesis is also an emotional process, not simply 
a rational one. Over the last two decades, there has been an approach to the 
emerging field of research on teachers’ emotions. However, it is essential to high-
light that the emotions of advisors and advisees should be more frequently con-
sidered. For example, Boler & Zembylas (2003), in their pedagogy of discomfort, 
state that “it is a painstaking process to develop a critical and conscious aware-
ness of something as omnipresent as oxygen” (p. 107). This is true! Emotions are 
always present and do not go anywhere else. They are like the oxygen in the 
air we breathe. Sometimes, that air is thick because something happens. So, 
the meanings attributed to the oxygen in our air can be multiple when situated. 
Breathing in the workplace, where you live, or when taking public transporta-
tion is different. By analogy, emotions are then sensitive to contexts; they are 
evidence of knowledge, and the binary and modern understanding of them as 
negative vs. positive must be overcome.

Regarding emotion studies, Zembylas (2003) states that “power and resis-
tance are at the center of understanding the place of emotion in self-formation” 
(p. 108). From this collective autoethnography, we are interested in the phenom-
enon of resistance to the hegemonic understanding of emotionality. We are also 
interested in a first approach to the emotionality of the dissertation director when 
advising a doctoral student.

Zembylas (2003) affirms that, at times, it is necessary to “adopt resistance and 
support strategies to care for themselves and explore new forms of subjectivity” 
(p. 123). In our case, we have become aware that one of the best strategies to 
deal with our impostor syndrome3 (Carmen Helena and Harold) and to face new 
epistemologies (Pilar) is precisely to carry out this collective autoethnography, 
also as an intersubjective way of being together (see below). This has allowed 
us to understand that our synergy as a research group clothed in humanism and 
relationality is a way of self-formation and self-care resistance. This happens 

3	 Impostor syndrome is a psychological pattern where highly accomplished individuals feel 
incompetent.
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because, as the specialized literature demonstrates, there are few or reduced 
spaces in academia to talk about these topics that leave us wounded and the 
impact that such wounds can have on our professional work (in our case, on our 
work as advisors in a major doctoral degree that goes through the decolonial). 
But we resist without tapping out, instead seeing the advising process through as 
an exercise of responsibility, self-care, and formation.

Cultivation of the Self
An awareness of the implications of guiding education from a decolonial per-
spective led the three of us to undertake an in-depth study of the decolonial proj-
ect and its practical realizations in different fields. Although some readings on 
the matter have been liminal between what is known and what is yet unknown, 
this “no-yet” confronts us with the question of knowledge and power in the form 
of doubts, weaknesses, and uncertainties. On one hand, the question posits ten-
sions in the ways of knowing already learned through formal education and pro-
fessional research traditions. On the other hand, it creates cautions and warnings 
about how to proceed as advisors to guarantee coherence with the decolonial 
project and with good advising practices. It is interesting to see in the case of 
Carmen Helena how the impostor syndrome that has stalked her for years keeps 
her alert. In the case of Pilar, she questions how professional identities have been 
constructed as a secure zone to hide other identity struggles beyond didactic dis-
positions. And, in the case of Harold (as the ELT emphasis creator), this research 
emphasis itself became a healing space to reconcile with his views on relation-
ships, education, and possibilities to impact higher education at a doctoral level.

Carmen Helena: Something that has been very challenging, personally, and 
that has become a source of constant thinking and overthinking, is the fact of try-
ing to embrace a decolonial perspective, which is very new and has led to more 
questions than answers (…) It has increased my “impostor syndrome” which I 
have had since I started my PhD degree. I feel like an impostor in front of my 
colleagues and my students. I want to be really suitable for all of them; however, 
most times I feel awkward, like what I provide as feedback is irrelevant, shallow, 
or useless. Nevertheless, the ride has been amazing, and I hope I will come to 
terms with myself and being able to balance what I have achieved as an advisor 
and my flaws.

Pilar: The decolonial was presented in the program as a horizon, but it is not 
the destiny or the doctrine to be obeyed. I vividly remember how, in a research 
seminar, one of my interventions raised uncertainties as something that should 
be openly declared, along with the tensions, doubts, and fears caused by ques-
tioning what is taken for granted. Although decoloniality as a reading content 
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was not unknown to me, bringing it to the work within the emphasis had other 
implications. Getting entrenched in our professional identities made it easy to 
hide, not see, or leave in pause mode any other glimpses of our identity that 
would undermine professionalism. For the three of us, it was clear that embark-
ing on a decolonial project was not purely a question of didactic disposition but 
of a political and pedagogical positioning that should cut across our ways of 
teaching.

Harold: The initiative was based on observing the need that we all had in the 
countryside to expatriate to carry out studies at that level and I confess that I was 
attracted by the idea that the University would be the first in the country to, in 
a manifest way, offer the possibility. This would not only bring benefits for those 
who chose to train at the University, but would also expand the institutional serv- 
ice provided to the city-region. With these reasons, I began my escape from an 
unfair and suffocating work environment in which there was never administrative 
support as a backup for practices that I am not afraid to say were devoid of ethics, 
of camaraderie, of humanism…

The Potential Intellectual Fact
This idea emerged in Pilar’s narrative to refer to several aspects that have been 
popping up in the making of syllabi, co-teaching classroom practices, and work-
ing with doctoral students. In particular, what this term encompasses is the pos-
sibility of working with others to trigger reflexivity and some forms of collective 
thinking that are also collectively produced. When Giroux (2011) refers to teach-
ers as transformative intellectuals, he makes a critique of scholarly reflection, dis-
regarding practical dimensions in the work of teachers. For decolonial thinkers, 
knowledge is produced from a body and geopolitical location (Anzaldúa, 1987; 
Dussel, 1977; Grosfoguel, 2011), which goes beyond mere activism. In this re-
spect, the three of us started to problematize the field and the role we (ELT teach-
ers) have played in the perpetuation of colonial legacies in education. Thus, what 
doctoral students bring as situations to be discussed inevitably leads to greater 
problematization of theory and practice to shed light on: 1) Colonialism in ELT 
conservative classrooms, as Carmen Helena pointed out; 2) The co-construction 
of meaning in collective seminars, as Pilar explains, and 3) The heteronorma-
tive ways of conceiving relationalities in ELT classrooms, as Harold commented. 
Although post-structural and critical notions underpin the majority of our previ-
ous thoughts, now that these are invested with the (de)colonial scaffolding, they 
take on a different meaning. More precisely, noticing colonialism, practices of 
domination, naturalization, and circulation of colonial objects brought for the 
ELT doctoral major the (re)humanization of the teaching body.
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Carmen Helena: When I read the proposal, something that made me fall in 
love with it was that Harold and his colleagues had given this major a post-co-
lonial approach. It fitted my intellectual, epistemological, and political stand, 
which from a very young age has aligned with leftist/progressive ideas. I must 
confess that Harold’s proposal was, for me, wonderfully subversive (…) First, 
because although it is kind of expected that universities (particularly public ones) 
are sites for freedom of speech, and liberal (as opposed to conservative) positions, 
overtly stating that a program embraces a post-colonial stand was daring (in my 
opinion). Second, because this major was in ELT education. This field, from its 
core, is a colonial one, meaning that contents, methods, materials, standards, 
tests, certifications, curricula, etc., are mandated from the Global North, which 
is (for the most part), Great Britain. As such, we, English teachers, and teacher 
educators around the globe, have been “trained” to obey.

Pilar: After the enrollment process of our first cohort (seven students in total), 
came the design of syllabi and the methodological option to guide the seminars. 
Harold suggested that it was desirable to guide the seminars in a collegial man-
ner. This way of working with others had many elements that, today, are tremen-
dously challenging for a teacher like me, who had never had the experience of 
co-teaching with other teachers in the way it was presented. It was a move that, 
although there were some consensual relays in the approach to certain topics, 
it also implied allowing oneself to give up control, to let oneself be questioned, 
to let oneself be surprised, to let oneself be translated and read for the benefit 
of intellectual fact. The intellectual fact, for me, is an event that is not planned 
but desired, pursued, and achieved when different voices come together (most 
importantly those of the students).

Harold: As I reflect on our doctoral program’s launch, I am reminded of the 
theatricality of our introductions. We divided our narratives into three acts, each 
a deliberate performance of our values, experiences, and aspirations. In this au-
toethnographic section, I will weave together these acts, revealing the complexi-
ties of my own journey and its intersections with the program’s goals. In act one, I 
believe in diversity and support genders, sexual orientations, and love that aren’t 
heteronormative. In act two, where I present publications and relationships with 
institutions, I simply say that from what I narrate, I have elements of two worlds: 
the public and the private, which are normally seen as antagonistic, and that 
subverts the discourse of gender representation in the texts. And the third act has 
to do with diversity, innovation, and emerging ELT pedagogies and learning for 
all, because I believe in the diversity that guides educational innovation as an 
emerging paradigm from an onto-epistemological point of view for the participa-
tion of all and not just some.
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Intersubjectivity is a Way to Grow Together
Thinking collectively is a decolonial challenge (Borsani & Quintero, 2014). This 
research is a collective undertaking that Carmen Helena, Pilar, and Harold es-
tablished as a critical element in designing and delivering research seminars with 
a decolonial perspective. Holding these seminars taught simultaneously by the 
three of us (e.g., inter-epistemic dialogues) represents a challenge to the colonial 
spirit of the modern university that also breaks the advisor-advisee dyad and 
transforms it into a multivocal and polyphonic relationship. We also cultivate 
other forms of detachment from the traditional doctoral professorship by insert-
ing our students into academic communities through joint writing (e.g., books 
written by chapters and joint participation in local and national doctoral collo-
quiums). We have yet to reach an instance of co-authorship, but we certainly 
disobey ways of being a teacher, dissertation advisor, and researcher. Growing 
together thus becomes an incipient but maturing form of decolonial praxis (e.g., 
disobeying what is normative and naturalized in doctoral education). That is, 
we do the best in our capacity to not legitimize the educational processes of the 
modern Colombian university. This is very difficult—but possible—because what 
we do is inscribed within the contemporary university; our insurgent intersubjec-
tivity is constituted from our unlearned experience in a university that produces 
knowledge and does not co-construct it. As Palermo (2014) expresses it:

Our practice—which attempts to pursue decolonial and, consequently, polit-
ical and ethical goals—is not carried out with Indigenous communities, nor 
with Afro-descendants with a clear political profile, but in the classroom, with 
student groups of different levels of education and characterized (…) by the 
heterogeneity of their origins and competencies. Students that we advise at the 
doctoral level of schooling and that we present as the result of a decolonial 
aspiration in the field of teaching English as a foreign language. (p. 125)

Although we are aware of our intersubjectivity that becomes decolonial prax-
is through pedagogical ways of doing (see Castañeda-Peña & Méndez-Rivera, 
2022), we also understand that there are more challenges than achievements 
when decolonizing our minds and those of our advisees.

Conclusions
At the first stop of this journey, that is, the conclusion of the phase one of our 
study, we find that for the three of us doing this autoethnography has represented 
the opportunity to open up about feelings, emotions, fears, insecurities, and ex-
pectations of what it means for each one of us to be a doctoral advisor. Although 
our written accounts and our later conversation about them took us to a different 
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path than the one originally envisioned, being able to voice our feelings was lib-
erating and, in a way, a chance to heal. We are very aware that these themes are 
not finite, and that there is still much more to be explored, shared, analyzed, and 
discussed in order to be able to paint a better and more complete picture of what 
it means to be a doctoral advisor in the Colombian context. We do believe that 
this activity needs to be understood in the context where it occurs to get a sense 
of the multiple layers encompassed in such a task, and that all those complex-
ities interact and are interrelated with all the complexities and life experiences 
of our students. We envision a phase two to invite the voices of our advisees to 
complete the picture that we have just sketched here.
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